
 1 

INVESTING IN ADDICTION TREATMENT  
HEALTH CARE COSTS THE U.S. CANNOT AFFORD TO IGNORE 

 
Right now more than 23 million Americans suffer from alcohol and drug addiction and need 
treatment; sadly, only one in 10 of them (2.4 million) gets the treatment they need.i  
 
The costs of untreated addiction to the US health care system are astonishing and growing; with 
treatment those costs can be dramatically reduced. Untreated addiction contributes to poor health 
and increased use of health services especially for HIV/AIDS, hepatitis C, diabetes, hypertension, 
liver-related conditions such as cirrhosis, and emergency department use.  
 
Treating addiction yields significant, proven positive economic and health benefits. But research 
has shown that those who need addiction treatment are less likely to have health insurance than 
those who do not need treatment (74.4 percent vs. 86.6 percent).ii And of those who say they need 
treatment but do not get it, 31.2 percent say they do not receive treatment because they do not 
have health insurance coverage and cannot afford to pay for the cost of treatment.iii 
 
Addiction is a health issue and it should be treated and covered as one. 
 
Adding up the Costs of Untreated Addiction to Our Health Care System 
 
The gap between the millions of people who need addiction treatment and the few who get it is 
taking a toll on our health care system. Broadening insurance coverage for treatment programs, 
increasing public funding for treatment, and achieving greater program efficiency and quality, will 
significantly improve our health care system. 
 
Research has shown that inpatient, emergency room and total health care costs decline by 39 
percent, 35 percent and 26 percent respectively after patients who suffer from alcohol or drug 
addiction receive treatment.iv 
 
Treating addiction will aid our health care system by alleviating the following problems: 
 

• One out of every 14 hospital stays – an estimated 2.3 million stays a year – is related to 
untreated substance use disorders.v 

 

• More than 1.7 million emergency department visits a year are associated with drug use.vi  
 

• Health care costs for employees with untreated alcohol addiction problems cost nearly 
twice as much as those of other employees.vii  

 

• Untreated alcohol and drug addiction can aggravate or mask symptoms of other medical 
conditions, and also complicate treatment effectiveness.viii 

 

• Patients with alcohol addiction problems spend an average of four times as many days in 
the hospital as non-drinkers, mostly because of drinking-related injuries.ix 
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The vast majority of Americans (71 percent) agree that health insurance should cover the cost of 
addiction treatment and (77 percent) agree that addiction treatment should be part of health care 
reform.x 
 
 

# # # 
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